I
'm surprised to realize that I took over this column before the turn of the century! No, not 1900. I'm not that old. Before the turn of this century, back in 1998, almost ten years ago.
Ten years ago the buzzword was "convergence," and that was what this magazine was supposed to be about. I confess that over the years I've probably diverged from convergence more often than not. Maybe it's time now to revisit it, and some of the other issues I've written about over the years.
Communities Rule…Again
I started covering online issues back in the very early '90s, writing about BBSs, before the Internet went public. We didn't use the word "community" much back then, but that's what was happening. Successful BBSs and online services created communities, whether they were a single-line BBS, Special Interest Groups (SIGs) on multi-line behemoths like The Well and Software Creations, or forums on Compuserve and AOL.
They were neighborhood taverns; places to discuss the issues of the day, to exchange opinions and software. Users dropped in and left messages or uploaded files, contributing to the content of the site; they even "chatted." The more users, the more content, the more vital the community.
Then came the Internet, and the BBS/Online Service industry was pummeled into submission by the Web's ease of use and virtually free, world-spanning connectivity. Twenty dollars a month gave you America online. A $20/month Internet account gave you the World Wide Web using a free browser.
Lucky workers and students had a direct hookup to the Internet, which was both free and fast.
BBS developers scrambled to compete while users and sysops eagerly took up the new technology, even as they decried the Web's lack of communities. Because, you see, back then the Web was a one-way street. Instead of dropping into a tavern to swap beers and tall tales it was a drive down a highway reading one billboard after another.
It took the better part of a decade for the interactivity that fuels a community to develop on the Web, but develop it did, beyond any sysop's wildest dreams. Now we have FaceBook and MySpace, instant messaging and chat rooms, YouTube and Wikipedia, massive multi-player online games, and, of course, blogs.
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What were "communities" then are called "social networks" today. Even P2P file sharing is a form of social networking, a group of like-minded users sharing their riches.
I don't think Tim BernersLee foresaw all this. As I understand it, he only wanted data shared among researchers. But the thing about sharing is that it stimulates people both to find new things to share and new ways to do it. We've learned that data covers a heck of a lot more than just documents, a database, or a spreadsheet.
And all this has spurred convergence, because people want to share anything and everything. What has worked best is not so much what the establishment tries to create-commercial movies via streaming video, for example. Instead, recent times have brought both Web innovators who create new worlds and users who eagerly participate. With YouTube anyone can become a filmmaker.
These are not unmixed blessings, but overall we are the richer for them, and, of course, the new business empires that have resulted. The resolution notes that 68 percent of IPv4 addresses are allocated, and another 13 percent are listed as "unavailable." People presenting fraudulent information to get addresses is a growing problem, and the fear is that this will increase as address space tightens.
The Burdens of Convergence
The Board is telling ARIN to "take any and all measures necessary to assure veracity of applications to ARIN for IPv4 numbering resources" and "encourage migration to IPv6 numbering resources where possible."
Why does IPv6 still have all the lift of a brick balloon? Certainly lack of demand is a major factor. Vint Cerf, honorary chairman of the IPv6 Forum said back in 1999 that IPv6 faced "a lack of strong incentives for software and hardware vendors to prepare for it."
Like water flowing down hill, the industry followed the We're still waiting for the market to create the demand.
Enter the iPhone
Some see the iPhone as a needed market builder, as well as the ultimate convergence appliance, since it brings so many functions together in a single box. But I think it has several strikes against it.
Strike one: iPhones can only be bought in areas served by AT&T Wireless, and, in theory, can only be activated by signing up for their cell phone service which, of course, saddles you with an AT&T Wireless contract. It also means if you live outside an AT&T Wireless area, for example in a big chunk of the Northeastern U.S., you're out of luck. Of course, outside its home service area an iPhone connects to roaming partners with AT&T Wireless, with the accompanying roaming charges.
Parenthetically, it took only a few days for someone to find a way to activate an iPhone without bothering with AT&T Wireless (http://nanocr.eu/2007/ 07/03/iphone-without-att/). It saves monthly charges from AT&T Wireless, leaving you with a really snazzy PDA, but no phone.
Strike two: Apple's battery replacement policy requires returning the iPhone to Apple, $6.95 for shipping, $79 for the repair, which takes three business days, so figure a week without it. A temporary replacement while yours is in the shop is another $29.
But fear not, according to an NPR report on July 6, an early buyer has disassembled a unit and posted pictures of how to do it on the Web. And http://www.ipodjuice.com/ offers iPod replacement batteries, and it wouldn't surprise me to find them soon offering the same for the iPhone if, in fact, an existing iPod battery doesn't already power the iPhone. Strike Three: At present, the iPhone is severely limited as a Web browser because it doesn't support Flash, Java, or full AJAX. As a result, most social networking is inaccessible from an iPhone, leading Swedish entrepreneur and blogger Peter S. Magnusson to comment, "[Steve] Jobs can't quite get rid of the notion that a mobile device is nothing but a really small personal computer...."
For the full Magnusson take on the iPhone, go to http://petersmagnusson.com/200 7/07/01/iphones-missing-killerapp-social-networking/. He's got some interesting suggestions.
Strike, uh, four: no VOIP! As far as talk goes, it is firmly tied to the old cell phone network. All in all, that is more than a bit retro for a supposedly forward looking gadget. Ah, well. Maybe version 2.0 will be better.
Will it's whiz-bang interface be enough to sell millions of them in spite of all this? History shows that interface alone may not make a true success. Remember Apple's 1983 Lisa? It was the first desktop computer with a GUI and a mouse, and also featured virtual memory and non-preemptive multi-tasking, which were huge advances for the day.
It was also the worst failure for Apple since the 1980 Apple III. According to Wikipedia, Apple actually burned the last 2,700 unsold units at a Logan, Utah landfill in 1989.
I don't expect the iPhone to suffer that fate, but I don't think it will match the iPod's success either. More people listen to music than need a $500 cell phone/PDA/crippled pocket browser, and the BlackBerry is already well entrenched in the same market. People used to its interface aren't likely to change horses easily, especially when they realize all their data has to be somehow ported over.
A Further Word on Interfaces
The ultimate interface is direct neural interaction with our gadgets, where "to think is to do." "Headset" could take on a whole new meaning. I foresee people with EEG skull-caps walking the streets, blinking for the nearest restaurant as they blunder into lamp posts. Don't laugh. Researchers are already demonstrating ways to play simple computer games using just your mind. On the other side, cochlear implants restore hearing, retinal implants are restoring sight, and the dream of controlling prosthetic limbs by nerve impulses is closer than ever.
Cyborgs are on the horizon. Will assimilation be next? But Back to VOIP Back in June, lost in the breathless iPhone pre-launch hype, was an announcement by TMobile USA that their new HotSpot@Home service will let you make calls using both cellphone towers and WiFi routers, and that your connection won't be dropped when switching from one to the other. Now this is convergence.
Hotspot@Home service went nationwide on June 27 after testing in the Seattle area for several months. Available from T-Mobile for $50 with a twoyear service plan, Nokia's 6086 and the Samsung SGH-t409 phones support the service. The phones have BlueTooth (for headsets only), a camera (USB cable required to transfer photos to a computer), and the Nokia takes video as well, accepts microSD cards for expansion. Already using T-Mobile? For an added $10 a month for a single line, or $20/month for a five line family plan, plus the phone, you can make unlimited VOIP calls, and if the call migrates to cell it remains unmetered! TMobile doesn't offer a PDA or browser, but Hotspot@Home makes the iPhone look primitive.
Maybe some hacker will enable VOIP on the iPhone, but it's not likely to offer the same seamless transition between WiFi and cellular.
I Was Wrong
I claimed that censoring the Internet was impossible. Well, I was wrong. Amnesty International is saying the Internet "could change beyond all recognition" unless something is done to protect online freedoms, and they held a conAnmesty International is saying the Internet "could change beyond all recognition" unless something is done to protect online freedoms. 
And In Conclusion
There's a lot more I could write about-like Open Source Software, long may it live-but I think it's time for a new voice here. I'm retiring. I'm going to do some hiking (you may see me and my wife, Peggy, on the Appalachian Trail) some singing and acting, and some writing, too, of course. Maybe I'll get that novel published one of these days.
I've worked with great people here at ACM, and I thank them for letting me ramble my way through these columns. And I thank you for your interest, and your patience. I hope I've entertained and enlightened you, and perhaps made you think, not necessarily in that order.~9
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